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INTRODUCTION 


During four decades of filmmaking Wim Wenders has continuously developed and 
changed his themes from one film to the next. For example, the films of the New German 
Cinema era differ significantly from those he made between the late 1970s and the early 
1990s, and the work produced since then also shows crucial changes. His body of work can 
be summarized as Wenders’ answers to the following question: What is identity? Identity 
is a broad term and calls for numerous definitions. Wenders has explored this theme 
without tiring, most explicitly in the documentary Notebooks of Cities and Clothes (1989), 


which he opens with thoughts about identity in relation to places and images: 


“Tdentity” ... of a person, of a thing, of a place, 

“Identity” ... The word itself gives me shivers. It rings of calm, comfort, 
contentedness. What is it, identity? To know where you belong? To know your 
self worth? To know who you are? How do you recognize identity? We are 
creating an image of ourselves, we are attempting to resemble that image ... Is 
that what we call identity? The accord between the image we have created of 
ourselves and ... ourselves? Just who is that, “ourselves”? 


We live in cities. The cities live in us ... time passes. We move from one city 
to another, from one country to another. We change languages, we change 
habits, we change opinions, we change clothes, we change everything. 
Everything changes. And fast. Images above all, change faster and faster ... 


This illustrates an intention to discuss identity in relation to other open concepts such as 
language, behavior, and countries. Since the start of his filmmaking career, he has explored 
and contributed to the discourse of identity, i.e. how we define ourselves through 
statements, places, images, stories, and music. Especially identity in the context of space 
is a recurring theme that has shaped the content and form of his films, with Germany being 
the most explored of such spaces. As a German director Wenders has always dealt critically 
with his country and has demonstrated his involvement in political, social, and cultural 
concerns. The majority of his earlier films, starting with his student short films of the late 
1960s to The American Friend (1977), are predominantly set in Germany and deal with the 
presence and absence of identity in postwar Germany and with middle-aged men in search 
of a meaningful life. Even before The American Friend Wenders showed his interest in 


other nations, including the United States, yet aforementioned film marks a turning point, 


as since then his films have become even more international in their subject matter. From 


then on his films have dealt with the national identity of various countries. 


The late 1980s brought the fall of the iron curtain and the opening of East Europe. 
These events changed Germany and Europe fundamentally, and the period also intensified 
Wenders’ thinking about his homeland. Wenders (On Film, Talk about Germany: 436) 
stated in 1991: 


’Country’. The ’fatherland’ or the ’mother country’. The ’big country’ or the 
*big wide world’ ... In fact, it’s a long time since I lived in any one country. I 
spend more time on the road than I do at home, I travel all over the world — 
even, if you like, ’to the end of the world’. The world really is becoming more 
like a ’global village’ every day. What’s left for a country to be if there are no 
more frontiers, or if there’s no difference between one side of a frontier and 
the other? A hopeless anachronism, especially if the country thinks of itself as 
a nation state, and glories in or fantasizes about that condition. We Germans 
ought to know that as well as anyone. 


The scope of Wenders’ films became increasingly international as they entered 
discourses on the identity of reunified Germany, the European Union, and the global 
village. Even though the majority of his films of the 1990s are not set in Germany, it is 
essential to view them in relation to Germany and the identity of the German nation state 
because of Wenders’ continued development of themes specific to his work. Therefore, a 
key question Wenders’ films attempt to answer is the definition and composition of 
identity. This leads to a variety of similar questions: What is individual identity? What is 
German identity? What is national identity? What is international identity? 

What are crucial themes, besides Germany, particular to Wenders’ work as a whole 
and to each period? Recurring themes are the mythology of America, Americanization of 
Germany, the Nazi past, the challenges of human communication and interaction, conflicts 
between father and son, men in search of individuality and a meaningful life, separation, 
disappointment and loneliness, the impact of the city on one’s life and behavior, the utopian 
power of stories, the innocence of children, the influence of other directors, the passage of 
time, the effects of images, the interplay of music and image, and the live-saving force of 
rock music. The last two themes are crucial in an attempt to understand Wenders’ films. 

Where is Wenders’ interest in music rooted and why do his soundtracks play such a 


vital role? Wenders was born in postwar Germany, at a time when the country struggled to 


balance new life with the burden of war crimes. Many of his generation sought redemption 
in cultural imports from the country’s oppressive history. In attempts to overcome the 
spiritual crisis caused by World War II, young Germans were receptive to new ideas and 
influences introduced in literature, film, language and music by the occupiers. In 1991 


Wenders (On Film, Talk about Germany: 439) remembers: 


Growing up in the 1950s, I experienced the German labour of repression or 
sublimation primarily as an absence of pleasure, of the senses, or simply, of 
joy. It wasn’t that my parent’s home was a particularly humourless or austere 
place, not at all; my point is that I grew up in an atmosphere that was obsessed 
with life as a ’serious business’. Otherwise I could never have given myself 
with such abandon to imported joys, such as American comic strips, American 
films and American music. They had one thing in common — apart from being 
American — they were fun, they were obvious, and they were all absolutely in 
the present. 


Thus, a part of Wenders’ personal identity is steeped in American music, especially rock 
music. 

Wenders uses diegetic film music (perceivable by the characters and the viewer), as 
well as extradiegetic film music (perceivable by the viewer only). Diegetic music falls into 
two categories, i.e. live performances and music played by devices such as radios and 
jukeboxes. The extradiegetic is divided into instrumental scores and songs with lyrics. 
Wenders’ films of the 1970s are marked by the presence of diegetic rock music played by 
electronic devices as well as extradiegetic instrumental scores composed by the German 
Jiirgen Knieper. In his films of the 1980s, Wenders reduced the contribution of diegetic 
music and increasingly used scores by Knieper, the American guitarist Ry Cooder, and the 
French composer Laurent Petitgand, each of whom wrote one score for Wenders during 
the 1990s. Nevertheless, there is an obvious shift towards extradiegetic rock and alternative 
rock music with lyrics as well as diegetic music via live performances. 

In 1949 the Hollywood composer Aaron Copland (in Prendergast: 213-222) listed 


five main purposes of film music: 


Music can create a more convincing atmosphere of time and place. [...] Music 
can be used to underline or create psychological refinements — the unspoken 
thoughts of a character or the unseen implications of a situation. [...] Music 
can serve as a kind of neutral background filler. [...] Music can help build a 


sense of continuity in a film. [...] Music can provide the underpinning for the 
theatrical buildup of a scene and then round it off with a sense of finality. 


Wenders employs music in the classical sense, i.e. as a cinematic device that serves the 
purposes described by Copland. For example, it makes statements about time and place, 
reflects a character’s emotional state of mind, elicits emotions in the viewer or the 
characters, influences the viewer’s perception of everything transported by the filmic 
image, and ties together narrative strings for narrative cohesiveness. However, Wenders’ 
film music, rock music in particular, surpasses the functions of a common filmic device; it 
should be understood as one of several themes that interact with one another. Through this 
interaction the music plays a vital role in the films’ answers to questions about 
individualism and various forms of identity. 

The following analyses explore Wenders’ development of cinematic style, themes, 
and music. This thesis is interested in the way in which music and themes interact to create 
complete narratives, and how they deal with identity within the context of the soundtrack. 
The first part focuses on Wenders and the Americanization of Germany: Chapter one 
discusses the relief to the identity crisis of the postwar generation initiated by the advent of 
American popular culture, and chapter two looks at Wenders’ early thoughts about 
American images and music. Part two looks at the films from 1967 to 1977: Chapter three 
analyzes Wenders’ development of his cinematic style and how he put theory into practice 


with his student films from 1967 to 1971. 


FILMOGRAPHY 


e Schauplatze (Germany, 1966. Music: Rolling Stones) 

e Same Player Shoots Again (Germany, 1967. Music: Mood Music) 

e Klappenfilm (Germany, 1968. Music: probably none) 

e Victor I (Germany, 1968. Music: probably none) 

e Silver City (Germany, 1968. Music: Mood Music) 

e Alabama: 2000 Light Years (Germany, 1969. Music: Rolling Stones, Jimi Hendrix, 
Bob Dylan, John Coltrane) 

e Three American LPs (Drei Amerikanische LP’s) (Germany, 1969. Music: Van 
Morrisen, Creedence Clearwater Revival, Harvey Mandel) 

e Polizeifilm (Germany, 1969. Music: probably none) 

e Summer in the City. Dedicated to the Kinks (Germany, 1971. Music: The Kinks, Livin’ 
Spoonful, Chuck Berry, Gene Vincent, the Troggs, Gustav Mahler) 

e The Goalie’s Anxiety at the Penalty Kick (Die Angst des Tormanns beim Elfmeter 
(Austria, 1971. Music: Jiirgen Knieper, Johnny and the Hurricans, Roy Orbison, The 
Tokens, The Ventures) 

e The Scarlet Letter (Der Scharlachrote Buchstabe) (Spain, 1972. Music: Jiirgen 
Knieper) 

e Alice in the Cities (Alice in den Staédten) (USA, Netherlands, and Germany, 1974. 
Music: Can Chuck Berry, Canned Heat, Deep Purple, Count Five, The Stories, Gustav 
Mahler) 

e From the Family of Reptiles / The Island (Aus der Familie der Panzerechsen / Die Insel) 
(Germany, 1974. Music: probably none) 

e Wrong Move (Falsche Bewegung) (Germany, 1975. Music: Jiirgen Knieper, the 
Troggs) 

e Kings of the Road (Im Lauf der Zeit) (Germany, 1976. Music: Axel Linstadt, Chris 
Montez, Chrispian St. Peters, Heinz, Roger Miller) 


The American Friend (Der Amerikanische Freund) (USA, France, and Germany, 1977. 
Music: Jiirgen Knieper, the Kinks) 

Nick’s Film — Lightning over Water (USA, 1980. Music: Ronee Blakley) 

Hammett (USA, 1978-82. Music: John Barry) 

The State of Things (Der Stand der Dinge) (Portugal and USA, 1982. Music: Jiirgen 
Knieper, Butch Hancock, David Blue, Allen Goorwitz, The Del Byzanteen, X.) 
Reverse Angle — New York City, March 1982 (Quand je m’éveille) (USA, 1982. 
Music: probably none) 

Chambre 666 (France, 1982. Music: Jiirgen Knieper, Bernard Herrmann) 

Paris, Texas (USA, 1984. Music: Ry Cooder) 

Tokyo-Ga (Japan, 1985. Music: Loorie Petitgand, Meche Mamecier, Chico Rojo 
Ortega) 

Wings of Desire (Der Himmel iiber Berlin) (Germany, 1987. Music: Jiirgen Knieper, 
Laurent Petitgand, Six Bells Chime, Crime and the City Solutions, Nick Cave and the 
Bad Seeds, Tuxedomoon, Minimal Compact) 

Notebooks on Cities and Clothes (Aufzeichnungen zu Kleidern und Staédten) (Japan 
and France, 1989. Music: Laurent Petitgand, Akira Miyoshi, Keiichi Ohta, Koji Veno) 
Night and Day [music video with U2] (Location?, 1990) 

Until the End of the World (Bis ans Ende der Welt) (Italy, France, Germany, Portugal, 
Russia, Japan, USA, and Australia, 1991. Music: Talking Heads, Julée Cruise, Neneh 
Cherry, Patti Smith and Fred Smith, Can, U2, R.E.M., Jane Siberry with k. d. lang, 
Elvis Costello, Daniel Lanois, Crime and the City Solution, Nick Cave and the Bad 
Seeds, Chubby Checker, T-Bone Burnett, Lou Reed, Peter Gabriel, Depeche Mode, 
Robbie Robertson) 

Faraway, So Close! (In weiter Ferne, so nah!) (Germany, 1993. Music: Laurent 
Petitgand, Jane Siberry, Simon Bonney, Herbert Grénemeyer, Lou Reed, U2, Johnny 
Cash, The House of Love, Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds) 

Stay (Faraway, So Close!) [music video with U2] (Germany, 1993) 

Lisbon Story (Germany and Portugal, 1994. Music: Jiirgen Knieper, Madredeus, 
Herbert Grénemeyer, Jean Marc Poulet, Héroes del Silencio, Irmin Schmidt, and Can 


& Malcolm Mooney) 


Beyond the Clouds (Italy, 1995) 

A Trick of the Light (Die Gebriider Skladanowsk1) (Germany, 1996) 

The End of Violence (Am Ende der Gewalt) (USA, 1997. Music: Ry Cooder, Spain, 
U2 and Sinead O’Conner, Tom Waits, Medeski Martin and Wood, Michael Stipe and 
Vic Chesnutt, Raul Malo, Los Lobos, Latin Playboys, Whiskeytown, Roy Orbison, 
Eels, Howie B.) 

Every Time I Try (USA, 1997. Music video with Spain) 

Willie Nelson’s “Teatro” (USA, 1998. Music: Willie Nelson, Daniel Lanois, Emmylou 
Harris) 

Buena Vista Social Club (Cuba, Netherlands, and USA, 1998. Music: Ry Cooder, 
Buena Vista Social Club) 

The Million Dollar Hotel (USA, 2000. Music: U2, Bono, Daniel Lanois, Million Dollar 
Hotel Band, Jon Hassell, Gregg Arreguin, Bill Frisell, Greg Cohen, Danny Saber, Tito 
Larriva) 

The Ground Beneath Her Feet (USA, 2000. Music video with U2) 

Viel passiert: Der BAP-Film (Germany, 2002. Music: Tour documentary on BAP) 
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